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Traces of Company Strategy for the Bottom of Income Pyramid (BoP) in
Pakistan - A Probing Analysis
Ahmed, Mohammad Ekhlaque1; Khan, Marium Mateen1; Kalam, Taha1
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Abstract: This is an exploratory research making an attempt to probe the awareness
of the “Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP)” concept among selected renowned companies
in Pakistan. The research focused on what contributions have been made by the
selected companies so far and how the marketing strategies for BoP are structurally
shaping up in the Pakistani context. A qualitative research methodology has been
employed. The data was collected through interviews from senior professionals
from different industries, engaged actively in marketing assignments. Industries
include Fast Moving Consumer Goods, Banking, Beverage and Telecommunication
which contribute sizeable business and their market scope covers both urban and
rural segment equally. Contributions made by the selected organizations to Bottom
of Pyramid market in Pakistan are evaluated on the basis of themes derived from
the literature review. The themes namely include; “concept awareness”,
“profitability”, “product strategy”, understanding and adaptation to the culture of
the audience” and “innovation”.
Keywords: Bottom of the pyramid market, marketing strategy, social impact

1. Introduction
Global corporations including telecommunication, fast-moving consumer goods and pharmaceutical
have been largely unable to reduce costs and prices enough to serve consumers living on a budget under
$2.5 a day. According to Karamchandani, Kubzansky, & Lalwani, (2011) only a minority of
corporations that were engaged with poor consumers have created business with only 100,000 or more
customers in Africa or 1 million in India. This also proves that bottom of the pyramid clearly isn't for
every company or product or any supply chain even if the company is highly engaged with this
population. But most companies still find it easy to deal with large middle income farmers or skilled
urban workers in emerging markets such as India rather than with producers at the bottom of the
pyramid.
Prahalad (2012) has shown that bottom of the pyramid has unlimited opportunities. The 4 billion people
living in poverty represent $5 trillion worth of purchasing power. Success at the bottom of the pyramid
requires companies to adapt their business models for environments that are very different from their
core markets. Engagement with the bottom of the pyramid customers is a daunting task that requires
selling low margin products in high volume.
This paper is an attempt to probe the concept of serving to the BoP market in order to make a possible
transpiration of ways in which smart companies have managed to overcome those barriers and traces of
the same in Pakistan plus, how it is encouraging innovative thinking which is opening new markets.
In order to find out BoP strategy traces in Pakistan a research was carried out by interviews from
representatives of 5 renowned companies to know how different industries are employing this concept
and what problems they are facing. Different industries namely; telecommunication, beverage, banking
and fast moving consumer goods industry were probed. The findings of these are used to conclude the
degree to which one can say that BoP concept is under employment by companies in Pakistan and how
it can help to open up new markets opportunities for other industries.
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2. Literature Review
It is clear from the experience of many multinational firms that taking the products, services, and
business systems from the West will not work in the BoP markets. Firms must learn to balance global
standards and local responsiveness. The biomass stove is just one example of innovating effectively in
and for, BoP markets (Prahalad, 2012). He also emphasizes couple of things in his article that there is
no universal BoP solution. Solutions must be specific to an industry and to a particular target within the
BoP. Innovation at the BoP must start with the commitment to awareness, access, affordability, and
availability as the organizing themes where affordability should be the core challenge. Innovation must
start with a deep immersion into consumers’ lives to get unique insights.
Companies should not confuse themselves by thinking that profit generating strategies for entering new
markets are the same thing as responsible or sustainable business. The real benefit of entering an
underserved market goes to the corporation by increasing consumption. At best, an unexpected benefit
is that these specific strategies and subsequent innovative strategies could possibly increase quality of
life for BoP consumers. However, it is impractical to think these strategies will ease poverty (Landrum,
2007).
There are four initiatives as a BoP roadmap. A scalable BoP Enterprise Initiative -aimed to generate
knowledge that helps in creating BoP ventures. Second, a BoP Ecosystem Building initiative designed
to measure the current resources of partners so that one can understand the gaps that need to be filled
and developed to enable BoP enterprises to influence the existing ecosystem and fill the gap. The third,
Mutual Value Creation initiative to understand the value proposition that is being created for their
customers, producers and other partners and the social impact of the initiative for eradicating poverty.
The fourth, BoP Global Training and Knowledge initiative called for trained talent because in the
absence of such a system lessons learned and emerging best practices are not currently shared in a
structured way among BoP enterprises. (London, Sheth, & Hart, 2014).
Commercial Banks target the market segment in rural villages and urban slums which affect its financial
performance. There is a variety of factors involved like business growth, cost saving approach,
innovation and new partnership. All these also have an impact on the financial performance of the
commercial banks. The four variables have a positive relationship with cost-saving approach
contributing more to the financial performance of Commercial Banks, while new partnership
contributes the least to the financial performance of Commercial Banks. Focus on various aspects of
business growth must be laid in the bottom of the pyramid such as focusing on the ill-served, generation
of new product lines and revenue generations; Commercial banks should focus more on using different
cost-saving approaches which includes distribution and technology investments, productivity,
outsourcing and capital/resources. (Jagongo, & Molonko, 2014).
Firms should either adapt the vision to meet the realities of the corporation or bear the risk of the concept
fading entirely from corporate business agendas. BoP concept is the next big thing which will demand
creativity and open up new waves of research and new opportunities for interaction and learning the
development sector and global business (Simanis, 2013).
There must be innovative management practices in sustaining engagements between firms and BoP
producers over time. Along with that the concept of the 'bridging enterprise'-which originates from
intersection of specific BoP communities and the corresponding non-local markets - as an interpreter
and innovator reconciling the interests of stakeholders across the pyramid. The paper seeks to redirect
attention toward the long term involvement between the firm and the BoP producer (Ramachandran,
Pant, & Pani, 2012).
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Strategic management has its importance as an analytic framework for case studies at the BoP which
will help in analysis of aspects that are significant for achieving respective solutions. They stress the
vitality of employing concepts such as internal organization, supply chain management and
sustainability outcome in forming a strategy for BoP (Schrader, Freimann, & Seuring, 2012).
The BoP market is an opportunity to explore the un-tapped potential. BoP is an inclusive reference to
large number of population who has the lowest income yet a big market that must be tapped. In this
situation, the BoP marketplace presents a large size marketplace, which nonetheless is always
unexploited via multinational or domestic companies (Simo, 2013).
Cultural dynamics must be respected because for every targeted segment, companies need to modify
and transform the product of packaging as per the requirement. A company must see the dynamics of
the target audience to cater their need. The product development should be based on reducing costs
structure (Tu, Shih, Hsu, & Lin, 2014).
Accessibility, affordability and reliability of health care services are a huge barrier in the economic
development of an economy that deprives the weaker segment. It is mentioned as a challenge as well as
an equal opportunity, for entrepreneurs to enter in this socio-economic landscape with sustainable
businesses. BoP business models need to offer affordable, accessible services and must have a high
performance/price ratio (Kapoor, & Goyal, 2013).
BoP refers to those markets that genuinely serve the poorest individuals out of the market by going from
merely adapting an existing available product to the development of an innovative and unique product
strategy to help in the growth at the base level. It is possible to differentiate mere international marketing
strategies from the genuine BoP strategies (Payaud, 2014).
Micro-finance is an effective anti-poverty tool for raising income levels, empowering women, and
improving living standards for those occupying the base of the pyramid. Different strategic intents like
commercial orientation socially oriented non-profit organizations drive the acquisition of disparate
resources and capabilities, which in turn drives distinct performance outcomes, including a focus on
different markets within the overall BoP. Cross-sector alliances between for-profit and non-profit MFIs
may benefit from the unique capabilities of both types of organizations and deliver the most and
broadest impact on poverty alleviation in BoP markets (Casselman, & Sama, 2013).
In making or developing new products for the BoP audience the two things to be taken care of are,
product’s design and delivery. These are stressed by problems of affordability and accessibility which
are the biggest pains of a BoP customer and failing in either cause offer to be unsuccessful
(Viswanathan, & Sridharan, 2012).
Inclusive innovation focuses on affordable products and services that create livelihood-sustained
opportunities. The added value of a systems view of innovation lies in the fact that it is well equipped
to identify those drivers and barriers that shape the broader “context” of an innovation project .The
traditional business logic model of companies introducing products into low-income markets requires
fundamental rethinking (Suurs, López, de Boer, Miedema, de Kamp, & Mashelkar, 2013).
MNCs that want to enter the BoP market successfully, should also invest in their relationship with the
BoP market as well as with other non-business actors. The development of trust, commitment and
legitimacy should be geared at both NGOs and the BoP (Tasavori, Ghauri, & Zaefarian, 2014).
A thorough BoP strategy encompasses including the poor as producers suppliers and co-owners while
broadening their image as not just customers but as strategic partners. Any offer ignoring affordability
and adaptability shall be a failure. Companies must also take extra care about where they are diverting
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the resources of these people as offering them something that they do not need and lies beyond their
range of priorities is both unaffordable and inadaptable for them while the ultimate loser is the company
itself that tries to offer the BoP people something with emotional and aesthetic values (Agnihotri, 2013).
Everything must be simple and close to mission. A strong value system binds the organization in
delivering superior value at the BoP. Plus a sharp delivery system that impacts the understanding of the
staff in getting along with the vision (Vickers, & Rosen, 2011).
The main worry of a company when tapping the bottom of the pyramid is to reap profit in the existence
of slimmer margins in such markets where the income being the main constraint of the buyers, price
sensitivity is the core consideration of a buyer’s decision. While dealing at the bottom of the pyramid
gaining profits is difficult but it’s not impossible if one focuses on major challenges specially faced in
the low income markets which is changing consumers behavior and changing the way products are
made and delivered. As a company one needs to match their financial capabilities with the opportunities
and aim to serve those that can best be served yielding maximum gain for them (Simanis, & Duke,
2014).
There are features of a BoP segment that companies must assess before entering so that they can decide
whether this is a market they should enter or not and if they can after overcoming certain hurdles, what
are those and how can they be overcome. Operating at the BoP requires selling low margin products in
high volume. Multinational companies face problems as their usual supply chains, production methods,
and delivery systems are the major obstacle in reducing cost (Karamchandani, Kubzansky, & Lalwani,
2011).
Serving the poor required that the fundamentals must be learnt by exposing managers in the
environment of the poor masses themselves which will enable them to grasp the realities of affordability
and adaptability as well as accessibility which will help companies develop those offers that will best
suit their BoP audience’s needs. They proposed the idea of a business development task force for this
purpose (Prahalad, & Hammond, 2002).
To successfully pursue the opportunities at the BoP, firms must make a careful consideration and
analysis of availability of infrastructure, consumer resources and establish whether the initiative has
been taken with an aim of sustainability or not. Once these conditions are well understood, companies
will be able to make an approach for successful engagement with the masses (Mohr, Sengupta, & Slater,
2012).
MNCs contribute in making markets and not just maximizing markets that are already existent. MNCs
can cross channelize knowledge from BoP markets in different countries which can help them
understand similar and different markets (Faulconbridge, 2013).
Profit potential from the emerging markets must be looked at from the point of designing and selling
offers in collaboration with the market rather than solely cost reduction. This idea was driven by the
shifting paradigm in the emerging markets (Williams Jr, & Omar, 2013).
Companies in emerging markets are first movers or late comers. Being first movers they pursue growth
in all aspects like cost, technology and mastering their landscape. But many companies neglect to lay
foundation for profitability in any environment other than the expanding market. Such companies lay
behind on the quality in the market structure. In their expansion phase they lose managerial control and
soon operational problems emerge out hampering growth of the company. Many companies fail to be
prepared for the upcoming change due to growth and see a downfall (Jullens, 2013).
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Instances from the India, China and Brazil can be used to share that culture and convenience dominate
the way the base of pyramid market behaves where family, friends and events drive people’s choices
while the same is needed at convenience. These are the described parameters for companies to build
their value offer on (Artigas, & Calicchio, 2007).
In India rural population was a key source of growth for Unilever where it proposed to extend its rural
reach and to set up self-help groups. Women can be the focus in similar markets and be made a part of
the value chain by making them strategic partners (Rangan, & Rajan, 2005).
The insights from the BoP segment that can be utilized to collaborate different sectors so that poverty
can be alleviated by comparing the highs and lows of two previously existing models of creating
collaborative interdependence namely Donor led and Enterprise led initiatives. They shared that not all
strategies shall be effective at once and that some might demand priority over others as per need of the
hour. Yet since this is new, these strategies must be tried and tested first (London, & Anupindi, 2012).
BoP concept can be looked at in light of holistic thinking and finds social responsibilities of
corporations. Keeping in mind the future generations there should be sustainable development along
with preserving the ecology for the future generations so that justice is served across generations (Hahn,
2009).
Most ventures serving the world’s poor lack a systematic way to assess their activities and often employ
the wrong indicators of milestones and tasks accomplished which do not grab the whole situation.
London argues that managers need to effectively build on the approaches that work, and avoid those
that do not after understanding exactly whom their ventures benefit and how (London, 2009).
Prior entering a developing country, there needs to be diligence of its market institutions and their
variances. That comes from gauging its political and social systems, degree of openness, product, labor
markets and capital markets which must be matched with its own their strategies. Companies entering
markets without a sound cost/benefits diligence are likely to falter (Khanna, Palepu, & Sinha, 2005).

3. Methodology
Being exploratory in nature, qualitative research method has been applied to explore about BoP
strategies. Qualitative interviews were employed as the primary tool for data collection and for analysis
on the topic (Bogdan 1982). The research involves both secondary and primary research where valuable
previous studies were employed to craft a qualitative discussion questionnaire (secondary research).
Qualitative interviews involved asking open-ended questions that allowed for respondents’ variations.
Patton (1990) writes about three types of qualitative interviewing: 1) informal, conversational
interviews; 2) semi-structured interviews; and 3) standardized, open-ended interviews. The interviews
conducted are primarily based on (2) and (3). The findings from the literature review were used to
extract variables which were molded into probing questions that were used in interviews from the
selected companies (primary research).
Choosing the right respondent for the research is most important rather than choosing large number of
sample size along with irrelevant respondents (Denscombe, 2014). As the research was qualitative in
nature, six scrutinized interviews have been conducted from companies in different industries to share
a multi perspective insight for the research findings. Purposive sampling technique was used, where
chosen sample had relevance and the knowledge about the topic. It is well tailored for creating an
exploratory sample. It is a way of getting the best information from those respondents who have relevant
information with the expertise to provide valuable insight and quality information on the research topic
(Miles 2014).
30

Published by iRepository, 2022

https://ir.iba.edu.pk/icm/2016/day1/9

These companies with their respective industries which are coded as respondent for presenting findings
are laid out as follows with the number of interviews conducted in each of them.
With considerable insight from these interviews the feedback was analyzed to look for what traces of
BoP strategies from their end exist in Pakistan and are there any gaps that can be taken as opportunities
for the companies to advance further into the BoP market or not. Information obtained is analyzed with
identification of the emerging themes which have been acquired (Strauss 1990).

3.1. Rationale for Choice of Organization
The companies are selected on the basis of their industry presence in terms of time and reach which is
across Pakistan in case of all the above. They are dominant players in their respective industries and
have a tremendous distribution network that comes in handy in accessing the BoP market. Lastly, from
the selected companies time compatibility and availability of interviewee was critical.
Table 1. Organizations Analyzed
Organization
Unilever Pakistan
PepsiCo.
Habib Bank Limited (HBL)
Engro Foods
Pakistan Telecommunication Ltd.
(PTCL)

Home, personal care and FMCG
Beverage and FMCG
Banking
FMCG

2
1
1
1

Respondent
Code #
1
2
3
4

Telecommunication

1

5

Industry

No. of interviews

3.2. Themes Derived from Literature Review
From the guiding literature in the second section, there are five key themes that can be called the basics
of a BoP strategy whose presence makes a BoP strategy complete. The literature review shows that
globally anywhere a BoP strategy is enacted, these are critical for success. Thus the feedback obtained
from the research was analyzed with respect to these themes and how and how much did a company
cater these and attained results.
These themes are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Concept Awareness
Profitability
Product strategy
Understanding and adaptation to the culture
Innovation

For a complete strategy to be in place, all these must be covered in the strategy as was sought from the
feedback of the interviewed companies.

4. Research Findings
This section presents the feedback obtained from the respondents from the interviews conducted with
valuable insight which transpires the contributions by the subject companies towards the BoP market
in Pakistan with respect to the outlined themes. The respondents hold key positions at their respective
companies and their feedback gives a thoughtful insight to understand the applications of the BoP
concept in Pakistan.
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4.1. Concept Awareness
Many companies have already employed BoP strategies according to their profile and market needs.
Most successful ones include Unilever, PepsiCo, HBL and Engro Foods. They have found ways in
targeting consumers at BoP whereas companies like PTCL are still struggling to find a way to fill the
needs of these customers. All in all each company in its own way has accessed consumers at BoP.
The realization of the name of the concept differs. For HBL the term used to call the BoP segment is
the unbanked population while FMCG companies like Pepsi, Unilever and Engro use the term BoP. The
variation of terminology is possibly due to the nature of industry where jargons differ. Manager of
Unilever told that they do all such activities through Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP). It is
their blueprint for achieving their vision to double the size of business whilst reducing the environmental
footprint and increasing the positive social impact. There are 13 main principles of this plan and
Unilever is following most of them.
In interviewing marketers the concept of BoP was familiar to them and companies like Unilever and
Pepsi are in the practices since the past decade. The basic problem which was unearthed was the
understanding of the audience concerned. According to Respondent 1 many marketers think that BoP
strategies are for the rural areas and to reach to untapped markets. He highlighted that BoP consumers
not necessarily reside in rural areas. He gave examples of feudal of Sindh, who own several acres of
land and are filthy rich and still they live in rural areas but they do not fall in BoP consumers.
Similarly he highlighted that within the urban centers one can find places where buying power is very
low such as Orangi town, New Karachi, Leyari, Jackson, Hub or Gadap Town in Karachi city. These
are the areas where BoP customers exist. Pepsi believes that penetration which moves the product to
BoP increases by change of structure. The company split the whole of Pakistan into 7 regions instead
of 3. Penetration goes up with the expansion of market structure, sales people, vans and coverage. That’s
how Pepsi is getting into Bottom of the pyramid market. Villages that are developed they call them
‘modern villages’ and these are rural markets. And those areas which have very low purchasing power
parity are the bottom of pyramid which is more in volume but low on purchasing power. Only specific
price points can penetrate in these markets.

4.2. Profitability
Ultimate goal of a business is to make profit and to find strategies to maximize profit. Pakistani
companies have realized the need to tap in new market space and to address to needs and wants of the
BoP consumer.
Companies such as Unilever Pakistan look at the overall profit situation and not just profits solely from
the BoP. As Respondent 1 shared that it’s a challenge to sell profitably by compromising on margins
but the aid comes from the other markets which subsidize the cuts in margins from BoP segment.
Respondent 4 shared that Engro faced a tough challenge to keep business profitable for their DistributorHandler-Retailer model where at the starting point, the distributor had to supply the handler at a lower
margin that shall be a less attractive from profitability point of view. However, Engro adopted a focus
of offsetting this by the incremental business that selling to the Handler brings.
This trick is somewhat similar to that employed by Unilever where the profits are considered from the
whole and not specifically these markets. One major reason is that the distribution model adopted by
Engro is much similar to that crafted by Unilever. Respondent 1 further shared that the offsetting
strategy has another aspect. It enables Unilever to invest in these markets where Unilever is registering
their brands in the present which is likely to bring forth a future market for them when incomes rise and
these people promote from the bottom to the middle of the pyramid.
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A similar idea of brand registration was found where Respondent 3 shared that HBL is reaching masses
in the low income areas of Pakistan with branches in even suburban towns such as Osta Muhammad
(Baluchistan), Langrialli (Sialkot district) and Sost Pak-China border. The thought is to penetrate the
mind of the consumer in the present for reaping this crop in the future.
Similar Respondent 2 mentioned that Pepsi ensures profitability by placing its distributors in a way that
they can access both a lucrative and BoP market to offset the lower margins from the BoP. Reaping
profits is the main worry of a company at the BoP (Simanis, 2014). It is pertinent to mention that these
markets are not being operated in losses. Although the profits are really slim but it renders a success in
operating in this market. For Pepsi, at times it is not only margins, its product and brand awareness too.
Once you deliver your product and the demand increases in both urban and BoP market, economy of
scales brings in profits in any way.
International marketers have urged companies to reduce margin but increase the volume which balances
the situation. According to Respondent 1 since BoP customers base is almost 70% of Pakistan, it is
easier to sell in large volume. So the formula is to trade-off margin for volumes.

4.3. Product Strategy
Prahalad (2012) mentioned adapting to the local culture and tailoring your efforts as per the funnel. The
idea is that the product remains the same and there is no compromise on the quality. If that product is
being delivered to the BoP consumer then only the BoP strategy is followed. Solutions must be industry
specific and to a particular target within the BoP (Prahalad 2012). Cultural dynamics must be respected
because for every targeted segment, companies need to modify and transform the product of packaging
as per the requirement (Shih 2014).
Respondent 1 pointed out that in Pakistan companies are reasonably successful in finding ways to mould
the product according to the needs. In Pakistan the BoP market consists of consumers who earn 250
rupees daily. He held that if they offer a Brooke Bond Supreme 500 gm .pack to same consumer which
is priced around 350 rupees, it is out of sense. They have to be provided things according to their buying
power. He said that even 100gms pack of 70 rupees would not make sense.
As also maintained similarly in statements from Respondents 2 and 4 the reason is the cash flow of the
consumer. Pakistan being an economically hit country, people are really sensitive with their wallets.
Hence respondent 1 shared that they have come up with sachets in various price ranges for example
Supreme has sachets of 2, 5, 10 and 15 rupees. The wide range is to meet the demands of BoP consumers
accordingly by providing a daily supplement of tea that is needed while the price commensurate the
cash flow.
These sachets are also available in urban centers in low income category areas such as Gaddap town,
Qasba Colony and other BoP areas marked by them. FMCG companies have applied it to shampoos
and soaps and they have smaller and cheaper SKU’s available in the BoP market.
Pepsi and Engro share a similar understanding of the practice. Pepsi prices water bottles in BoP market
very differently than in the normal market. Lays chips are available in 5 rupee pack whereas in normal
market the cheapest SKU is for 25 rupees. According to respondent 2 Pepsi understands that to cater
BoP market one has to understand the terms that dictate the lives of these consumers and settle with
them. Engro foods’ Tarang, a very famous Tea whitener brand in BoP market has various SKUs; the
smallest SKU is of 10 rupees.
According to Respondent 3 HBL’s presence in the industry before the industry itself existed gives an
impression that HBL must be aware of the consumer needs and has a product strategy for them. Rightly
so, HBL introduced in the early 1950s the Profit/Loss Sharing Savings Account better known and
33

Published by iRepository, 2022

https://ir.iba.edu.pk/icm/2016/day1/9

adopted by industry as a functional term (PLS Savings Account) a pioneer in enabling people to save
their money. The segment targeted was specially the lower middle income government clerks, small
traders with little savings and other blue collar workers who have savings as little as PKR 1000. Here
HBL created a market by pioneering the concept of growing their money where it shifted the mind of
people from savings to investments.
The idea was simply to enable people to realize both the virtue of savings and investments while giving
them a facility to bank where their core need is not to avail banking network but to save with growth of
their money.

4.4. Understanding the Consumer
According to respondent 1 in any market segment it is very important to understand your customer,
their foot prints and their demands and needs. According to him 70% of the Pakistanis earn less than
USD 2 /day and are daily wages workers with a minimal sized daily cash flow at their disposals that
cannot be tied up in premium products yet they are sought since these are solutions such as shampoos,
soaps, tea, milk etc.
Unilever with help of A.C. Nielsen (an International Research Company) and with their internal
research team named CMI (consumer measurement index) has managed to reach out to its BoP
consumers, spent time with them and analyzed their life. They sought the room where they can push
their products to make their lives better. Unilever aspires to make lives of the BoP consumers better by
providing them with the products which ultimately results in profit.
Similar activities have been conducted by Engro and Pepsi as they count the potential of the BoP market
and are providing them with products which can fulfill their needs while profiting from them. However
there is still room for improvement as companies like PTCL are working to analyze their customers.
They lack the understanding of the BoP customers. Respondent 5 shared that a consumer who can spend
Rs. 500 per month is our customer otherwise we do not target them.
Hence a complete understanding of the BoP concept is missing. In banking sector HBL is trying to
expand its branches and has the largest network. But their ultimate goal is cater to the BoP market with
their branchless services which is HBL express. Telenor Pakistan understood the customers’ way before
they did and identified that it is difficult for them to send money from one city to another for example
one person works in Karachi but their family lives in Swat. Hence they looked at the potential and
introduced Easy Paisa which became a model for others to follow.
The key factor in Pakistan’s culture is Islam that forbids interest and not surprisingly forbids banking
for being interest based. With the awareness of Islamic banking in the industry the culture has shifted
to favoring banking where especially the Cleric-influenced lower income group has once again started
to look at Islamic banking as a new method of availing banking facilities.
HBL was late to respond but quickly recovered and has created a variant of Islamic banking for each of
its products. Its main rival in Islamic Banking, Meezan Bank being the pioneer of Islamic banking was
easy to grab on HBL’s share but HBL is ousting them by the strength of their gigantic 1664 branches
network with 1734 ATMs across Pakistan.
Taking into account regional languages’ dominance, in the suburban and rural regions, its ATMs are
programmed to display the screens for transactions in regional languages such as Sindhi, Punjabi and
Urdu, even Hindko.
With respect to the culture and customer mindset, the best thing Pepsi has done is to associate its brand
with the heart and soul of the nation which is Cricket. That has registered Pepsi as a brand in the hearts
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and minds of the consumers irrespective of their income levels while those that are at the BoP are also
hooked up. Association with cricket has communicated Pepsi as a beverage for entire population where
if it had not been so, Pepsi would have been banging its head to come up with a way to penetrate the
pyramid base.
Companies in Pakistan are looking at the market potential of BoP consumer and understanding the
needs and wants and acting accordingly. This does need time as the companies are currently building
their paraphernalia unlike the already established Unilever that carries the reputation of market creation.

4.5. Innovation
Innovation is the key to success as has been highlighted by the distinguished scholars whose studies
have been presented earlier for example Prahalad (2012). The marketers who have put together the
concept of BoP strategies argue that companies must innovate and come up with new and sustainable
solutions for the market.
In Pakistan Engro is known for innovation. Tarang is a vegetable-fat based recipe that costs much less
than loose and packaged milk. The proposition was simple: a good tasting, thick tea creamer that costs
less than packaged or loose milk. This proposition was easily communicated to the population through
extensive, vibrant marketing. The idea of Tarang came from the innovation department targeting
primarily to the Bottom of Pyramid market and the company has the first mover advantage with
dominant position in terms of positioning, sales and market share.
Channel innovation was also done to overcome one of the major obstacles for Tarang to reach to masses
in rural markets. For Tarang, the major obstacle in reaching the BoP market was distribution; how to
reach every corner of the country with this product that has a shorter shelf life as compared to UHT
milk. A sub distributor system was set up; every small town would have a small, satellite distributor
that is served through a Master Distributor or Handler. This model has, over the years, proven to be a
very successful model as it helps reach consumer in far flung areas fast that would otherwise be served
through locals businesses that would buy from wholesalers in bulk from urban centers and transport the
products to these small towns. Time lapse and uncertainty of buying could have resulted into possible
loss due to increase amount of expiry of products.
On the other hand by doing “consumer connects” Unilever found that consumers want to make as many
cups of tea possible from a sachet. The brand, quality or the quantity do not matter but the number of
cups of tea that can be made. Unilever came with a strong blend of tea in name of Supreme with a
proposition that one sachet can make 10 cups of Tea hereby addressing the needs of the consumers.
A creative way of both marketing and selling its cosmetics was adopted by Unilever when it started out
its “Guddi Baaji” campaign where they targeted the influential and skilled women in the neighborhoods
who were considered as a figure of authority in styling and beautification. In this initiative 3000 women
were trained to run parlors as in villages there are no parlors and people living there do make up
themselves. They were provided with products which they used in preparing girls and women for
occasions and events while using Unilever products as inventory for their home run parlor. That caught
good numbers which created demand for their products.
HBL launched the Aasan (Easy) account where it shed all tedious documents and minimum balance
requirements by using just the NIC/CNIC and a utility bill for documentation while the account can be
opened with just 100 rupees and there are no charges whatsoever. It is especially for labor class to
encourage them to be financially included and avail banking facilities the same as SEC A and B
customers.
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5. Conclusion
The responses from the interviews reflect the existence of awareness of the concept of BoP while
Unilever and HBL further take it to the level of clarifying that BoP does not only represent rural segment
of the population, rather, it differentiates on income level wherever the consumer is stationed in
Pakistan’s economy. BoP is an inclusive reference to large number of population who has the lowest
income (Simo, 2013).The terminologies differ as industry varies for example a BoP strategy at Unilever
Pakistan is called initiative for financial inclusion at HBL.
The practices of BoP strategies followed worldwide and in Pakistan are surprisingly much aligned as
was found from the research. The themes defining strategy making are similar and the focus is pretty
much the same. The literature studied and the interviews conducted, for instance, both reflect that
profits, innovation and adaptation to culture are the key criteria for a strategy to be made for the BoP.
Any offer ignoring affordability and adaptability shall be a failure (Agnihotri, 2013).
In Pakistan however, the point of affordability is somewhat fused up with adaptability making
purchasing power a part of the customer dynamics and culture. Companies seem to collude the two in
one for instance, the cash flow matching idea of FMCG companies like Unilever, Pepsi and Engro seem
to have combined affordability and adaptability at the same time though it is working. Affordability and
adaptability as well as accessibility will help companies develop those offers that will best suit their
BoP audience’s needs (Prahalad, 2002).
The interviewed companies have not made any breakthrough strategy for profit maximization and are
defensive presently. This can be stated on the basis of the volume/margin trade off idea employed by
them. Where there should be a thought through strategy that results in pouring profits from the Bottom
segment, the margins are slim and overall profitability is being used to support the function. The positive
point however is the bare minimum i.e. profits and not losses is being yielded which can be termed as
success so far. The interviewed companies have made efforts to register the brand in the minds of the
consumers with each company having adopted a unique trick for doing so.
Efforts to understand the consumer are not sophisticated and are rather decent. The key thing is that it
requires financial resources which are hard to commit given the dynamics of Pakistan. Regional
adaptations are also visible from the strategies of companies interviewed especially HBL, Unilever and
Engro who have covered it from the extent of communication to embedding it in product features such
as ATM machines programmed to display options in regional languages.
Innovation which is the key to success is the area where most companies lack. There has been little
innovation over the years in the offerings however, the way the offers are delivered have been done
innovatively for example, Unilever’s “Guddi Baji” initiative which was a creative way of both branding
and selling its products. Offers such as HBL Asaan Account and Engro foods’ Tarang are some good
examples.
This paper highlights the involvement of companies with the BoP audience where they have been
successful in keeping operations profitable while market development has been on a low with significant
room for innovation. The research confirms awareness of the concept of BoP in all industries though what
may be understood as BoP at Unilever is called as ‘unbanked population’ in banking industry.
Respondents went on to clarify that BoP markets exist in both rural and urban centers depending upon
the consumer buying power. The concept is also engraved in the strategy planning process like in case
Unilever Pakistan; this is part of their initiative called Unilever Sustainable Living Plan focusing to
achieve their vision of doubling the size of business by creating much larger social impact.
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Researchers found similarity in the approaches of Pakistani organizations with regional and global
companies as far as conceptual framework is concerned. Organizations in Pakistan are also working in
line with strategic themes as identified from the practices of organizations in other countries. We have
found that this concept has been mostly applied by different industries as an extension of their normal
business strategies finding an opportunity in the emerging BoP markets. This has not been so far dealt
with a structural approach for creating a social impact. The limitation in the approach restricts wider
adaptation and integration in the organizational culture and strategic thinking. Eyring, Johson, & Nair
(2011) found that mere extension of standard product, price, channel and promotion strategies will not
give results in rural markets. Value propositions has to be first discovered based on study of consumer’s
social and income issues, subsequently connecting them to a new business model for BoP.

6. Contributions
As we do not find BoP topic widely covered in academic and marketing literature from the Pakistani
organizational perspective, this research paper which is an attempt to explore the level of existence of
basic principles of the concept in Pakistani organizations will start bridging the gap. This will also help
establish the concept in correct perspective and broaden the understanding of BoP market strategies. By
looking at the efforts of our industries in line with the themes of the concept which have emerged in
regional and international market, gaps are identified to move from an operational to strategic angle.
Consumer understanding and integration of the same with innovation in product and processes from the
strategic point of view will give our marketing a possible new shape.

7. Recommendations
The probing of companies for strategy traces for BoP in Pakistan has transpired positive results as well
as a few disappointments.
The chosen companies are giants and in fact market creators in their industries which were expected to
have made a sufficient reach and a good strategy with innovative elements. PTCL especially being a
technology company has no significant contribution despite being a monopoly holder in
telecommunication for a seriously long time. They must come up with a BoP strategy where the market
down there is full of potential.
Engro and Unilever despite efforts lack innovation and where adopting models of distribution and
delivering have been creative, the innovation can go beyond modifying SKUs to creating offers and
product solutions that create quantum leap in value for the BoP customers.
Companies are recommended to continue product strategies and invest in exploring markets which can
help them understand better the needs lying at the bottom that are unsolved and if solved can create a
bumper crop for them to harvest. Prahalad (2012) maintained that innovation must start with a deep
immersion into consumers’ lives to get unique insights. We do not find traces of unique strategy by
these companies specially designed based on the study of the customer needs emerging from the current
lifestyle and social issues. Companies are into the extension of their normal urban centre driven
strategies taken to rural markets for increasing their customer base and market share. Eyring, Johson,
& Nair (2011) found that mere extension of standard product, price, channel and promotion strategies
will not give results in rural markets. Value propositions have to be first discovered based on study of
consumer’s social and income issues and subsequently connecting the same to a new business model
for BoP.
The market is developing and with rising consumer awareness people are seeking choices and are
changing their approach in a positive manner towards branded products as pointed out by Respondent
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1. The sun will shine for a long time at this market and it is recommended therefore to make hay while
the sun shines.

8. Limitations
As this is an exploratory research, it attempts to explore the existence of key concepts and broader
aspects of Bottom of Pyramid market strategies. Research needs to be expanded to cover micro level
marketing strategies by Pakistani corporations e.g., consumer buying behavior, product innovation,
process innovation, application of modern technology and such other factors. The research may also be
expanded by inclusion of more companies from the industries covered as well as new industries.

References
Agnihotri, A. (2013). “Doing Good and Doing Business at the Bottom of the Pyramid”. Business
Horizons, 56(5), 591–599.
Artigas, M., Calicchio, N. (2007). “How Half the World Shops: Apparel in Brazil, China, and India”.
The McKinsey Quarterly. The Online Journal of McKinsey & Co.
Casselman, R. M., Sama, L. M. (2013). “Microfinance, Mission Drift, and the Impact on the Base of
the Pyramid: A Resource-Based Approach”. Business and Society Review, 118(4), 437–461.
Faulconbridge, J. R. (2013). “Situated Bottom of the Pyramid Markets and the Multinational
Corporation”. Marketing Theory, 13(3), 393–396.
Hahn, R. (2009). “The Ethical Rational of Business for the Poor–Integrating the Concepts Bottom of
the Pyramid, Sustainable Development, and Corporate Citizenship”. Journal of Business
Ethics, 84(3), 313–324.
Jagongo, A. O., Molonko, B. (2014). “Bottom of the Pyramid Strategy and Financial Performance of
Commercial Banks: An Assessment of Agency Banking Operations in Kenya”. Retrieved from
http://etd-library.ku.ac.ke/handle/123456789/12159.
Jullens, J. (2013). “How Emerging Giants can take on the World”. Harvard Business Review, 91(12),
121.
Kapoor, A., Goyal, S. (2013). “Inclusive Healthcare at Base of the Pyramid (BoP) in India”.
International Journal of Trade and Global Markets, 6(1), 22–39.
Karamchandani, A., Kubzansky, M., Lalwani, N. (2011). “Is the Bottom of the Pyramid Really for
You”. Harvard Business Review, 89(3), 107–111.
Khanna, T., Palepu, K. G., Sinha, J. (2005). “Strategies that Fit Emerging Markets”. Harvard Business
Review, 83(6), 4–19.
Landrum, N. E. (2007). “Advancing the ‘Base of the Pyramid’ Debate”. Strategic Management Review,
1(1), 1–12.
London, T. (2009). “Making Better Investments at the Base of the Pyramid”. Harvard Business Review,
87(5), 106–113.

38

Published by iRepository, 2022

https://ir.iba.edu.pk/icm/2016/day1/9

London, T., Anupindi, R. (2012). “Using the Base-of-the-Pyramid Perspective to Catalyze
Interdependence-Based Collaborations”. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,
109(31), 12338–12343.
London, T., Sheth, S., Hart, S. (2014). “A Roadmap for the Base of the Pyramid Domain”. Retrieved
from http://wdi.umich.edu/wp-content/uploads/BoP-Roadmap.pdf
Mohr, J. J., Sengupta, S., Slater, S. F. (2012). “Serving Base-of-the-Pyramid Markets: Meeting Real
Needs through a Customized Approach”. Journal of Business Strategy, 33(6), 4–14.
Payaud, M. A. (2014). “Marketing strategies at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Examples from Nestlé,
Danone, and Procter & Gamble”. Global Business and Organizational Excellence, 33(2), 51–
63.
Prahalad, C. K. (2012). “Bottom of the Pyramid as a Source of Breakthrough Innovations”. Journal of
Product Innovation Management, 29(1), 6–12.
Prahalad, C. K., Hammond, A. (2002). “Serving the World’s Poor, Profitably”. Harvard Business
Review, 80(9), 48– 59.
Ramachandran, J., Pant, A., Pani, S. K. (2012). “Building the BoP Producer Ecosystem: The Evolving
Engagement of Fabindia with Indian Handloom Artisans”. Journal of Product Innovation
Management, 29(1), 33– 51.
Rangan, V. K., Rajan, R. (2005). “Unilever in India: Hindustan Lever’s Project Shakti—Marketing
FMCG to the Rural Consumer”. Harvard Business School Case, (9), 50-56.
Schrader, C., Freimann, J., Seuring, S. (2012). “Business Strategy at the Base of the Pyramid”. Business
Strategy and the Environment, 21(5), 281–298.
Simanis, E. (2013). “Bringing Bottom of the Pyramid into Business Focus”. A Planet for Life: Reducing
Inequalities. New Delhi: TERI Press. Retrieved from http://eriksimanis.com/wpcontent/uploads/2014/06/Simanis-2013-CH-11-Planet-for-Life.pdf
Simanis, E., Duke, D. (2014). “Profits at the Bottom of the Pyramid”. Harvard Business Review, 94–
105.
Simo, M. (2013). “Challenges of Companies Operating in BoP Markets. Case of Albania”. Academic
Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, 2(9), 635.
Suurs, R., López, F. J. D., de Boer, J., Miedema, M., de Kamp, L., Mashelkar, R. A. (2013). “A SystemsBased Model for the Successful Scaling up of Sustainable Innovation at the Bottom of the
Pyramid”. In International Workshop: New Models of Innovation for Development. Retrieved
from
http://www.cdi.manchester.ac.uk/medialibrary/news_and_events/SuursEtAlPreWorkshopPap
er.docx
Tasavori, M., Ghauri, P., Zaefarian, R. (2014). “The Entry of Multinational Companies to the Base of
the Pyramid: A Network Perspective. In International Business and Institutions after the
Financial
Crisis”,
39–52.
Springer.
Retrieved
from
http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137367204_4
39

Published by iRepository, 2022

https://ir.iba.edu.pk/icm/2016/day1/9

Tu, J.-C., Shih, M.-C., Hsu, C.-Y., Lin, J.-H. (2014). “Developing Blue
Ocean Strategy of Sustainable Product Design and Development
for Business Opportunities of BOP Groups in Taiwan”.
Mathematical
Problems
in
Engineering,
from
http://www.hindawi.com/journals/mpe/2014/297524/abs/

Retrieved

Vickers, T., Rosen, E. (2011). “Driving Down the Cost of High-Quality
Care: Lessons from the Aravind Eye Care System. Interview with
Dr. Srinivasan”, Health International, 11- 23.
Viswanathan, M., Sridharan, S. (2012). “Product Development for the
BoP: Insights on Concept and Prototype Development from
University-Based Student Projects in India”. Journal of Product
Innovation Management, 29(1), 52–69.
Williams Jr, R. L. & Omar, M. (2013). “Case Study: Utilizing the VFBOP
Model for Entry into Emerging Markets: Grameen Danone
Foods”. Transnational Marketing Journal, 1(1), 59–71.

Published by iRepository, 2022

40

